The Sri Iesu Sahasranama has no prose introduction, and nowhere in the published pamphlet does Professor Chacko explain his purpose in composing it. But in his 2009 Iesu Suprabhatam ("morning prayer honoring Jesus"),3 he offers a progressive, post-Vatican IT theology that welcomes intercultural and interreligious exchange. He says that Christianity can flourish in any culture, and imbibes the energy of that culture; this phenomenon has nothing to do with propaganda or relativism. Given the supreme place of devotion in religious life, by implication Christians have much in common with people of other faiths, and the Suprabhatam exemplifies this spirit by translating Christian theology into Sanskrit." While God is beyond our names for God, "this is an attempt to respond, to the aspiration of the Church in India to have Sanskrit poetry in prayer services." He concludes, "If anyone would promote this attempt in indigenization, he is in the spirit of the Summa,'plures religiones verae et legitimatae esse possunt.' (S. T. L. 1.9 ['There can be multiple true and legitimate religions. ,]) 4 Hope this work shall be accepted as [was the] lesusahasranama and will promote the wholesome spiritual growth of seekers."
Congratulatory comments precede the Suprabhatam, and these shed light on the reception of the Sahasranama and possibly on the mindset of its author too. In his letter approving the publication of the Suprabhatam, ,,,, Daniel Acharaparam,1:>!J, Archbishop of V erapoly, indicates that he sees the Suprabhatam as fulfilling Christ's exhortation that his disciples spread the Gospel to every creature. "Through this poetical effort Mr. Chacko rightly responds to Christ's exhortation," since "this collection-of devotional hymns may fill the heart of everyone with the divine light of Christ." In another prefatory comment, a Dr. Shukla RN also praises the Suprabhatam as "correlating spiritual, religious outsprings of your mind, soul ~and consciousness, nay, even to superconscious A Report on the Sri Iesu Sahasranama of K.U. Chacko 21 fruitful outburst of a True Sanskrit-English, Global peace~ Love, Brotherhood, propagating, heart-teaching God prayer, meant for each and every human soul." In his foreword, Heeraman Tiwari says that by choosing to compose in Sanskrit, Professor Chacko "has not only followed the great· South Indian tradition of Bhakti, but has also widened the scope of devotional worship; he has successfully demonstrated his skills as a Sanskrit poet who is not only well-versed in Christian theology but has also inculcated South Indian Hindu philosophY. His application of the gentle meters and subtle language in these poems is a testimony to his command and expertise over Sanskrit poetics; an informed devotion to Lord Jesus can be experienced in these verses. These works to my mind bring about the best of Indian spirituality from a Christian perspective." While such comments are of a theological nature rather removed from the substance and style of a Christian Sanskrit text, they indicate how this Sahasranama been received in the Catholic context. It is taken to be symbolic of a positive interreligious accommodation with grounding in Christian faith, and not constitutive of any new claim about the significance of Jesus. s
We can step back and take a longer perspective. There is of course a long history of Christian Sanskrit in India back at least to the 17 th century. Think for instance of the writings collected in the Indian Christiad,6 by Jean Calmette, WH Mill, John Muir, and Brahmabandhav Upadhyay. As the excellent introductory essay by Anand Amaladass and Richard Fox Young shows, there was a longstanding commitment among Christians in India to expressing Christian ideas in Sanskrit, and enabling Christian worship to ,take its rightful place in India, by composing Christian prayers and songs in Sanskrit. The New'Testament was translated in Sanskrit at least by the beginning of the 19 th century, and the entire Bible soon thereafter. The Sri Iesu Sahasranama is an honorable addition to that history.
A (Partial) Christian Precedent:
Th~re is a still more precise precedent to the Sahasranama than Christian Sanskrit in general.
After I was well into the writing of this report and thus too late for full consideration here, I came across what has been described a Christian sahasranama, a Sanskrit composition by an I.e. Chacko in the early 20 th century. At first I thought it might be an example of the same genre, but it is interestingly different. 7 Here are the opening six verses of that Khristastavam, containing by my count the first 40 of the names of Jesus: I reverence Christ, son of the virgin, who died, conquered death, is the highest, whose blood is made our drink, whose body is made our bread, imperishable, His side was injured, his body injured, on his head he bore a crown of thorns, his feet were injured, his hands injured, he bore the heavy weight of the world's sins.
His hands pierced, his two feet ripped by a nail; his heart split by a spear, lord of the three worlds, imperishable Sacrificer, the thing sacrificed, permanent, recipient of sacrifice -of him I partake;
destroyer of sin, without sm, bearer of the sin of the world, highest, Solid, subtle, and without beginning,creator, giver of heaven, enduring all, cause of all, pervading all, unperishing.
. . 1 D Easy to [rod by those whose minds are quietecd, hard to find by those craving poison, .
sole refuge of smners, . enabling them to cross over the ocean of sin. (vss. 1_6)8
There is no relationship between these two text~ by two Chackos, but it is interesting to consider them together. The difference in the organization of content is most interesting. I.C. Chacko's text is distinguished by a tighter thematic order, very minimal use of Upani~adic and Hindu, terminology, and the appearance in the text of verbs indicative of worship. Perhaps we can say that I.C. Chacko's text constitutes an explicit and intentional Christian theology, while K.U. Chacko's text, fully in the sahasranama style and thus a simple concatenation of names, is more daring, yet too less able to be linked to any particular Christian theological or Christological position. It is a still open question whether or not stylistic differences between the Khristastavam and the Sahasranama indicate different Christian theological perspectives on the use of Sanskrit in Christian prayer and theology.
The Sahasranama in its immediate literary context Although Chacko does not offer a rationale for his work, he does provide for it a number of traditional markers that give it its loc;ation as a proper sahasraniima. 9 The details of the list testify primarily to the author's firm intention to make his work a proper Sanskrit work composed in the proper style and thus possessed of the efficacy expected of a sahasraniimci. • Viniyogam (order, intention): srfyesumisihii-prftyartha-sahasraniima-japa (soft recitation of the thousand names for the sake of pleasing the messiah, the beneficent Jesus)
After the 1000 names, the final two traditional markers are introduced:
• the phaJasruti (mention of result) includes this prayer:
People who learn this praise of Christ with devotion will receive the highest bliss, and the qualities of his disciples. Those who read this hymn desiring secure possession will achieve all goals and attain the highest destination. The singer of this gains all desires and all joy. Hearers of it who are steadfast in listening to it are blessed.
• the vilayam (a final prayer of worship and petition) ends in these words, "Who knows and believes, may the Father dwell in him:" this word, oh Lord, is my refuge; 0 God, be gracious on this one who desires your 19.ngdom; I am like the thief, now remember me, 0 great Lord.
By stating all these supporting markers common to Hindu sahasraniimas, Chacko confirms the status of his text by a fixity that is all the more important given the lack of a theological narrative aboU:t the text. These markers in a way also make clear his Christocentric commitment and piety, along with his claim upon the goods of Hindu tradition, bliss and liberation, and the grace of the true aciirya.
Deciphering the SrI lesu Sahasranama
Weare still at risk of making too much theologically of a text that has primarily a performative 'nfeaning, th~t of simple .
. 12 B a1 h reCItatIOn.
ut we can an yze t e Sahasraniima from several angles. First, we can sort out the kinds of names in the text:
A Report on the Sri Iesu Sahasraniima of KU. example, "founder of the church" (eklesya sthapaka; line 65a), "greater than Moses" (Mosasac chre~!a, line 87), "best of the kings ofthe Jews," (Yahiidarajapravara) and "sage from Nazareth" (Nasarettiyako mum) line IlIa).
All such names, in any of these kinds, appear without further ado, and are inscribed in a text replete with the kinds of names just mentioned. For examples, see the 108 names, and final names, appended to this report.
Second, we might ask about the ordering of the names, whether there is a logic to the order in which we find them. But it seems that there is no order to the names, even if at points in the texts pairs of names seem to go together. This is so even if it is not impossible that a sahasraniima arranges its list of names in a particular order. In commenting on the Vigzu Sahasraniima, for instance, Parasara Bhanar argued that the names there are arranged in accord with the para, vyiiha, vibhava (avatiira), area; and antaryiimin 13 forms of divine presence. But here in this Iesu Sahasraniima, it is hard to discern an order to the names, such as would help defip.e the meaning of the several names. Vigzu and Lalita Sahasraniimas :vhich presumably served directly or indirectly as the model for Chacko's text. It is clear that he takes seriously the claim that there is cultural and religious power in sahasraniimas in the Hindu tradition, and his composition implicitly testifies to the fact that there is power in making a sahasraniima for Jesus too, finding his place in Sanskrit.
One could of course do a much more elaborate comparison, listing fully all names which appear in both sahasraniimas. But smaller scale comparisons will also be useful, as we notice the likely broader significance of names, popular and evident in Hindu contexts, that appear in the Sri Iesu SahasraJ1iima too. Thus, the names I gave by way of example above in category 3 -sridhara, sripati, siva, naraYaIJ.aare amply explained in Hindu tradition, but thus far there is no parallel commentary on Professor Chacko's text. We might try for interpretation by way of noticing parallels and their place in compared texts, as this example 15 shows: "sri," and in' that ,context "lord of Sri" (srIpatl) and "bearer of Sri" (srIdhara) -well-known VaigLava names of God, have a natural place. Is Professor Chacko likewise seeking to claim properly Christian meanings for words such as srIdhara and srIpati? There is no evident pattern to the names listed above, as before and after srIdhara and srIpati in the Iesu Sahasraniima. Since we do not have commentaries on Chacko's text, and would in effect have to write one to bring fixity to such' matters, we must allow for the fact that as of now his meanings remain open. It is important to avoid making too much or too little of what he has given us in this text. 18
On the theology of the SrI Iesu Sahasranama
But still, if we consider the result of placing together all these names -philosophical, theological, Sanskrit, Hindu, and Christianwe can wonder whether this rendering of Jesus in Sanskrit in a thousand names is in itself adds up not just to a literary and recitative accomplishment, but also to a philosophical and theological achievement. If we hear together the Biblical, Upani~adic, and Hindu names, all recited now in praise of Christ, we might argue that this is a leveling of their meanings; all of them matter in just the same way, serially evocative of the same Jesus. Or, one might argue that since the Biblical names are those that are really new to the sahasraniima genre, Professor Chacko's work "biblicizes" the genre. In this case the traditional list, though seemingly random in theme yet powerful in its aurality, would become a kind of Biblical template, into which Sanskrit vocabulary is woven., But if so inclined we might also say that it is actually the Biblical terms that are de-biblicized, since the Biblical narrative of which they were normally part has now been stripped away and those names are inserted into a genre that is Hindu, alongside a preponderance of names that are Hindu and Vedic. In away, it is pleasing that both biblicization or de-biblicization are possible: the Sahasraniima is concise in its genre, but open-ended in the meanings that are made to fit in the geJ;lIe's framework. 19 We can also ask whether there is a Christology inherent in the Iesu Sahasraniima. That Christ can be meaningfully praised in a genre most closely identified with Hindu religiosity, and that Jesus can be expressed in religious terms of great importance in Hindu tradition suggests a universal, inclusive Christology: Christ for the world, Christ accessible in many languages and within genres inscribed within those languages. It is possible to see in Chacko's composition some optimism and hope regarding cultural __ adaptation and accommodation, as was explicitly stated in the comments prefatory to his Suprabiitam. He is at least implicitly distancing himself from anti-Brahminical and Dalit movements that want nothing to do with Sanskrit modes of discourse. His choice to place Upani~adic and even bhakti terms alongside Biblical statements about Christ show that he is comfortable with such juxtapositions. He creates and enables meanings by way of these juxtapositions, but by virtue of this genre does not have to explain them further. He also rejects, implicitly, the sharp cultural and linguistic boundaries that would be put in place by religious and political conservatives aligned with Hindutva, who wish to preserve Sanskrit as a domain purely of Hindu learning and devotion. Chacko opens the door, and seeks to breathe some fresh life into Sanskrit religious composition. Sanskrit is proposed as 'a common ground, and Jesus-in-Sanskrit proposed as able to be heard by all.
In closing, we may ask how far it is from a Sanskrit Jesus to a Hindu Jesus. The panel whence this report originated was entitled "Hindu Views of Jesus" 'and not "Jesus in Sanskrit," and it may seem that in writing about a Christian sahasraniima'I have not contribut~4 significantly to the panel's topic. But choosing to proceed by this (poetic) literary 'strategy rather than by (prose) theological claims about Jesus, Chacko opens new meanings for the name/s of Jesus. This is not far, I suggest, from articulating a "Hindu Jesus." Indeed, Chacko may have made it easier, in a deep and substantive way, to think of Jesus precisely as a figure in Sanskrit at Shantivanam), he was far less expansive in explaining his work or the theology behind it. He simply highlighted the aural, recitative power of the Sahasraniima genre, and the powerful value inherent in hearing the names, titles, and attributes, of Jesus proclaimed in this traditional Indian style. He is eager that we appreciate the names of Jesus, not him as author. Indeed, in a preface to his comments to me in the letter of May 8, 2010, Professor Chacko wrote with disarming candor, "You have done a glorious work in peeping through the grammatically boring windows of synonyms of 'Jesus' in Sanskrit." 6 The Indian Christiad: A Concise Anthology of
